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They are the true intellectual aristocracy, towering far above
those morally mediocre natures to whom the term is often
falsely applied, and whose only distinction is an unusual
degree of mental cultivation. But supreme in this aristocracy
of morals, as the sun among the planets, shines the ideal
character, the moral genius, infinitely rarer than any other
form that genius takes, and brought forth by the spirit of
history perhaps once in hundreds or thousands of years.
While the great sum of moral forces works for the present,
or at most for the immediate future, the ideal character
seems to embody the whole spirit of humanity. It compre-
hends the entire moral development of the past and radiates
its influence into the remotest distances of the future.

The highest artistic, scientific and political gifts are not
met with every day; and it is doubtless a matter of equal
necessity that the ideal character should be the rarest of all
endowments, hence to be regarded as the very manifestation
of God on earth. A society where the majority are careful
to maintain a good reputation, and where a considerable
number, especially of the more important citizens, aim at
propriety of sentiment and behaviour, may claim to have
reached a normal degree of morality, if it possesses even
one or two really upright characters. It will make no re-
markable advance in moral culture and all that moral culture
involves; but neither will it fall behind. If, on the other
hand, the masses are disposed to care nothing for reputation,
if even the most influential men think more of their own
profit than of the respect to be enjoyed as the reward of
correct behaviour, such a society cannot be saved from moral
degradation by any ordinary degree of righteousness. The
situation demands that men of truly noble character shall
set themselves to the task of bettering affairs. Finally, in
those decisive periods when some great change in the con-
ditions of human life, extending beyond the boundaries of